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FOCUS OF THE STUDY

The problem of balancing work and family responsibilities
has long bccn associated with employees who have young
children. Yet, America is aging: whereas in 1980, 11% of
our population was 65 years of age or over, in the year
2000, 13% of the population is expected to be 65 or over,
and in 2050, this percentage is projected to climb to 20%.
Furthermore, among the elderly, the oldest, most frail
segment is the fastest growing.' These are the individuals
most likely to need assistance. Stuiies show that about
80% of the care needed by the elderly is provided by
family members, generally women (spouses or dough-
ters). And women are entering the labor force in
incrcasing numbcrs (51% of adult women arc employed
outside thc home, and 75% of these work full-time).3

Although the difficulties faced by employees with
respect to finding and managing child care have received
considerable attention, the impacts of employees' "elder
care" responsibilities--responsibilities for care of elderly
family members or friends--have been neglected. To
examine these issues, the Work and Elder Care Project of
the Regional Research Institute for Human Services and
the Institute on Aging at Portland State University
conducted a survey of employees and their dependent
care responsibilities.

In the spring of 1987, surveys wcrc distributed to
27,832 employees of 33 Portland-arca busincsses and
organizations. A total of 9,573 (34%) were returned; this
return rate varied dramatically by company, ranging from
10% to 78%. The surveys wcrc distributed through
companies' interoffice mail and wcre returned in
envelopes addressed to the Work and Elder Care Project.
The employees surveyed were asked:

Do you have responsibilities for helping out adult
relatives or friends who are ELDERLY or
DISABLED? This includes persons who live
with you OR who live somewhere else. By
"helping out" we mean help with shopping hom
maintenance or transportation, checking on them
by phone, making arrangements for care, etc.

Employees who answered "yes" were thcn asked to list the
ages of the adults whom they were helping. For the
purposes of this study, employees caring for one or more
persons age 60 or over are considered to have "elder care"
responsibilities; employees helping adults aged 18-59 are
described as having "adult care' responsibilities. The key
findings from this survey are presented in the following
summary.

FINDINGS

How many employees have elder care
responsibilities?

Of the 9c, /3 employees participating in the survey, nearly
one in four (23.4%, n=2241) report caring for at least
one person who is 60 years of age or over.
Many of these 2241 employed caregivers to the elderly
have multiple caregiving responsibilities:

o Over onc-third of the caregivers (38%) care not
only for an elderly person but also have children
under 18 years of age living in their households.

o 41% of the employees who are caregivers to the
elderly are caring for more than one elderly
person.

The following figure depicts the care responsibilities of
employees based on, where applicable, the adult for
whom the employee was providing the most care. Of the
2241 employees providing elder care, 53 list someone
younger than 60 (i.e., aged 18-59) as the person for whom
they were providing the most care; these employees, as
Nell as those employees who on4, had caregiving
responsibilities for onc or more adults aged 18 through
59, are classified in the figure as providing "adult care."
Similarly, the responses of these 53 people are not
included in certain of the analyses which follow--those
which conccrn thc person being cared for and the specific
carcgiving situation. For those analyses, the sample size
is n=2188.

RESPONDENTS' DEPENDENT CARE

RESPONSIBILITIES
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Who are the employed caregivers'

Compared with employees with no elder care responsi-
bilitiet, carcgiving employees are, on average, five years
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older, more hkely to be women, and more likely to have
worked longer for their present zmployer.

o Of the employees reporting carcgiving responsi-
bilities for the elderly, 63% are women and 37%
are men (compared with 58% women and 42%
men among employees with no elder care
responsibilities).

o Th,zir average age is 43.5, although some are as
young as 19 and others are as old as 75. (The
average age of employees with no elder care
responsibilities is 38.5.)

o Most are long-tIme employees: on average, they
have been with their current employer for 12.4
years. (Employees with no elder care
responsibilities have been with their current
employer for an average of 10 years.)

Caregiving employees are not very different from

employees with no elder care responsibilities with respect
to the types of positions they hold, whether they work full-

or part-time, the shift they work, and their ethnicity.

o Caregivers work in professional and technical
occupations (46%), managerial and administrative
positions (19%), as clerical workcrs (21%) and
other occupational categories (14%). (For
employees with no elder care responsibilities, these
percentages are: 46%, 18%, 20%, and 16%.)

o Most work full-time (95%), on the day shift
(88%). (93% of employees with no elder care
responsibilities work full-time, and 87% work
days.)

o 93% are white (as are 93% of the employees with
no elder care responsibilities; only 7% arc Black,
Asian or Pacific Islanders, American Indian or
Alaskan Native, or "other").

Who are the elderly people receiving care?

Here we will focus on the 2188 employees who list

someone age 60 or over as the adult for whom they are
providing the most care, and the characteristics of that

person.
It is not surprising that most of these employees are

caring for a parcnt, step-parent, or parent-in-law. Yet, in
spite of public concern about families bcing separated in

our mobile American society, in almost all cases (88%)
the employee lives within 100 miles of the elderly person.

o Including those who live with thc employee (8%),
42% of the elderly persons being cared for live less

than 5 miles from the employee caregiver. An
additional 35% live between 5 and 24 miles away,
and 11% between 25 arAd 99 miles away., only 12%
live 100 miles or more from the employee.

o As shown below, 73% of the elderly persons are
parents, step-parents, or in-laws, only 2% are
spouses, 17% are other relatives, and 8% are
friends or neighbors.

CARE RECIPIENT'S RELATIONSHIP TO EMPLOYEE

13 Parent. Step-
parent

In-law, Step-

%Me

co Other Relative

13 Friend, Neighbor
Other

o 72% of the elderly persons are women, and their

average age is 76.9 years.

o Most (76%) live in their own homes. Only 8% live
with the employee (or the employee lives with

them), 3% with another relative or friend, and

13% in a nursing home.

What are employees' caregiving situations?

Because we define caregiving broadly, including those
who are just helping out a little as well as those who are
providing very intense and demanding care, the caregiving

situations of employees are quite diverse.
Again focusing on the 2188 employees who listed

someone age 60 or over as the adult for whom they were
providing the most care, the following graph shows the

most common types of help provided at least weekly and

the percentages of caregivers doing each. Some

caregivers do such tasks daily, induding one quarter

(24%) of the caregivers who chcck on the person by
phone daily and 13% who, on a daily basis, visit with their

elderly relative or friend and provide emotional support.

4
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TYPES OF HELP PROVIDED

Fix, bring meals
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Visiting with

Checking on by phone
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o On average, caregivers have been helping for 63
years, although this time ranges from less than one
year to 40 years.

o Caregivers provide an average of 6 hours a week
of assistance, with some helping as little one hour a
week and others helping more than 99 hours a
week.

o Employees who are caregivers often share their
caregiving tasks with others, generally spouses
and siblings. As shown in the following graph,
58% either share equally with someone else (32%)
or play a secondary role as caregiver (10%); 42%
of the caregivers, however, report that thcy are the
"only" (10%) or the "main" (32%) caregiver.

it more difficult to combine work and family than
employees with no elder care responsibilities.

o Thc following graph, depicting time missed from
work in the four weeks prior to the survey, shows
Milt caregivers report missing work and being
interrupted at work more often than employees
with no elder care responsibilities. Interestingly,
employees not involved in elder care were more
often late to work.

Times Interrupted

Tiles left early

Tiles late

Days missed

RATES AND TYPES OF
ABSENTEEISM
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o Whcn asked how easy or difficult it is to combine
work and family, 29% of the caregivers, compared
with 24% of employees with no elder care
re..onsibilities, report that it is difficult to
combine work and family.
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o Only a few caregivers (2.5%) indicate that they
have reduced the number of hours they work so
that thcy can provide elder care. They have
reduced their workload from one to 30 hours per
week, the average reduction being 8 hours per
week .

o Among the 2188 caregivers who listed someone
age 60 or over as the adult for whom they are
providing the most care, 8% report that they take
time off from work at least once a month to "do
something for the person" whom they are helping,

0 10

III
20 '3

Percent

40 50

What are the impacts of elder care on
employees and the workplace?

Productivity and Effectiveness at Work

Employees who are caregivers to the elderly (n -2241)
generally miss more days of work, are interrupted more
often at work to deal with family-related matters, and find

4

an aduoal 28% say that they take time off from
work several times a year specifically to help their
elderly family member or friend.

o In addition, 27% of these 2188 caregivers report
that they sometimes (24%) or frequently (3%)
work les: effectively because of being worried or
upset about the older person.
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Stress and Employees' Personal Lives

When compared with employees who are not caregivers
to the elderly, more employees who are caregivers
(n..2241) experience 'a lot" of stress in all but one of the
areas (financial stress) about which they were questioned:

STRESS AND EMPLOYEES' PERSONAL
LIVES

Finances

Family relationships

Family's health

Employee's health

24

12

15
15

9

11

16

17

26

NO ELM
CARE

a CARE9IVEfIS

0 10 15 20 25 30

Percent

o Among caregivers listing someone age 60 or over
as the adult for whom they are providing the most
care (n..2188), 56% say that their elder care
responsibilities interfere with their social and
emotional life sometimes, frequently, or most or
all of the time.

What are the impacts of the workplace
on caregiving?

Examined hcrc is thc extent to which various leave and
work schedule policies affect caregivers.

o Among all employees who are caregivers to the
elderly (n..2241), most caregivers say that thcy
have at least some flexibility in their work
schedule to handle family-related matters. Over
one-fifth (22%), however, feel that they have no or
hardly any flexibility; this is slightly higher than the
percentage of employees with no elder care
responsibilities who feel they have little or no
flexibility in thcir work schedule (18%).

o When asked about the extent to which careevers
feel personnel practices in their department make
it easy or difficult to provide elder care, 21%
report that these policies make provision of care at
somewhat difficult (13%), difficult (5%), or very
difficult (3%).

o When caregivers need to take time off work due to
their caregiving responsibilities, they say the
following are most likely to make this possible:

Time Off Options Percent

HOW OFTEN CARE
SOCIAL.

INTERFERES WITH EMPLOYEE'S
EMOTIONAL LIFE

Sick leave 7

Flexible hours 15

Emergency leave 11

Leave without pay 6

Vacation, personal leave 30

Fraquantly/always Do work at home 1

4:7 Ot her 4

Not able to take time off 5
Sometimes 39 Never take time off for this 23

(Percentages total to over 100 due to rounding.)

Seldom 29

It should be noted that the types of leave used by

%Mover
16

caregivers vary greatly by company as a result of the
policies in place at each.

10 20 30 40

Percent

o 37% say they have found it somewhat difficult
(25%), difficult (8%), or very difficult (4%) to
help out the older person.

o Although 58% say they will be able to continue
providing care for as long as is necessary, 22% say
they will be able to continue only if they receive
more help, 17% say thcy are not surc, and 3% say
they definitely will not be able to continue.

What are the needs of employed caregivers?

Employees who arc caregivers to the elderly (n..2241)
may use a numbcr of different services designed to help

them. The following table depicts the percentages of
caregivers who report that they currently are using, would
use if available or if available and needed, or would not

use each of five services:



Currently
Use

Would
Possibly

Would
Not

Services Use Use

(%) t (%)
Information and

refe rral
14 t 19

Discussion group 3 41 56
Pairing with another

caregiver
2 31 67

Individual consultation
with a professional

6 61 33

Respite care (someone 3 54 43
to give the caregiver a break)

With respect to their experiences in finding and
managing care for thcir older relative or friend,
caregivers who list someone age 60 or over as the adult
whom they are helping the most (n= 2188) report the
following:

o 34% of the caregivers have mixed feelings (29%),
are dissatisfied (3%), or are very dissatisfied (2%)
with the arrangements for care of their elderly
relative or friend while they, the caregivers, are at
work.

o 57% of the caregivers say they have found it
somewhat difficult (25%), difficult (20%), or very
difficult (12%) to find care arrangements for the
elderly person.

o 42% say they have found it somewhat difficult
(25%), difficult (11%), or very difficult (6%) to
manage or maintain these care arrangements.

o 38% say they have found it somewhat difficult
(25%), difficult (9%), or very difficult (4%) to
know where to turn to get help.

CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

The above findings demonstrate clearly that elder care is
indeed "a problem" for both employees and employers.
Nearly one in four oi the employees participating in this
survey reported some elder care responsibility. As our
population ages, the proportion of employees involved in
elder care can be expected to increase concomitantly.

Elder care Is a problem for ern/doors because elder
care responsibilities interfere with employees' work
performance with respect to days missed, interruptions at
work, and time and effectiveness lost on the job due to
worry. In addition, the employees who have elder care
responsibilities generally are those who are older, long-
time employees.
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Elder care is a problem for employees not only
because of its effects on thcir work performance. It also
appears to be related to higher levels of various types of
stress, it interferes with employees' social and emotional
lives, and it is difficult to locate help and manage the carc.
In fact, a large proptation (42%) indicate that some
change in their caregiving may be necessary in t!-.e future-
-either they will need additional help, they are not sure
whether they will be able to continue providing care, or
they know they will not be able to continue their
caregiving.

These findings point to a nccd for the development
of effective ways of supporting employees to enable them
to both remain in their jobs and provide elder care.
Carr:givers' responses indicate several possible means of
assistance. Coverage of elderly dependents in sick team
policies could help reduce the need for employees to use
much-needed vacation or personal time, to take time off
without pay, or to go to work in spite of their elder's
needs. Establishment of jle.xible work schedules could be
of assistance, as could, for some, development of
dependent care assistance plans for elderly dependents.

Employees' responses concerning service use and
desirability provide a compelling case for employers to
consider implementation of certain services. Caregivers
indicated particularly strong interest in information and
referral services and in individual consultation with a
professional. Both of these services could be provided in
the workplace, either by employers themselves or through
subcontractual arrangements with third party service
proViders. Also perceived as desirable by some caregivers
was respite care. Similarly, discussion or support rows
and pairing with another caregiver were perceived as
attractive alternatives by a number of the caregivers.

Thcsc findings document the potentially serious
deleterious effects of elder care responsibilities for
employees and, as a result, their employers. The need lor
support of employees who are giving care to elderly
family members or fricnds is clear. It is in employers'
bcst intcrcst to play a critical role in providing such
support.
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2 llooyman, N.R. and Lustbader, W. 1966. Taking care: Supponing
older people and their familia. NY: Free Press.
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